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Homemaker as Citizen 
CHILD LABOR LEGISLATION 
By ONICA PRALL and MARYLAWTON 
Contrary to the belief of m:.ny people, 
Child Labor is not a new problem result· 
ing from the factory system. .Rather, it 
is an age-old custom and since child la-
bor is cheap labor it will therefore be m , 
existence so long as no laws forbid. 
During the apprenticeship system of 
the medieval guilds beneficial r egulations 
were imposed. Conditions grew harder, 
however, as the factory system grew, 
Early legislative efforts in the United 
States failed in standards or in power of 
enforcing until 1830. Lack of education 
was the first evil recognized. Connecti· 
cut in 1913 passed a law compelling the 
proprietor of the manufacturing industry 
to educate the children employed. Massa-
chusetts followed in 1836 by requiring 
children under 15 years employed by a 
manufacturer to attend school . three 
months a year. Four other states pass<Jd 
similar laws before 1860. Regulation of 
hours was the next step in legislation. In 
1842, Connecticut and Massachusetts re-
stricted t he employment of children in 
certain manufacturing industries to 10 
hours. By 1860, six oth-er eastern states 
had passed similar laws. 
As a nation we do not believe in child 
labor; yet 1,060,858 children between the 
ages of 10 and 15 years are at work in 
the United States, according to the cen-
sus of 1920, and not one state in the na-
tion is innocent. Southern cotton mills, 
Michigan beet fields and New York tene-
ments are only a few of the places em-
ploying child labor. 
As has been noted above, states differ 
in their regulation of child labor. This 
gives the states with lower standards of 
child labor legislation the advantage, 
financially, over the other~. On the other 
hand, the populations of the various 
states are interchangeable and there is 
nothing to prevent a persori who grew up 
under Pennsylvania conditions becoming 
a citizen of Ohio, which has high stand-
ards of child care. . In such a case, Ohio 
pays in the cost of health work, in char-
ity in terms of ignorance, or in the low 
grade work which this untrain·ed worker 
turns out. It is quite clear then that child 
labor is a national problem and cannot 
be dealt with satisfactorily by the indi· 
vidual states. 
Two attempts have been made by the 
Federal government to prevent selfish 
utilization of child labor. The Keating-
O_w~n bill, passed September 1, 1916, pro-
hibited the shipment in interstate or for-
-eign commerce of goods produced in es-
tablishments in which children were em-
ployed in violation of certain age and 
hour standards. It went into effect one 
year later, administer·ed by the Children's 
Bureau of the Departm,ent of Labor. On 
June 3, 1918, it was declared unconstitu-
tional, however, by the Supreme Court, 
on the grounds that it was an undue 8 X· 
tension of power to r egulate inter'state 
commerce. 
The child labor tax law, which was 
pass·ed in February, 1919, and went into 
effect in April, imposed a 10 per cent tax 
on the annual net profit of certain indus-
tries which violated the &t;J,g,dards of age 
and hours laid down in the act, which 
were the same as thos·e of the Keating-
Owen bill. This bill was also declared 
unconstitutional by the Supreme Court 
on the grounds that it was an infringe-
m ent on the resen ed rights of the staes. 
Since these two acts were ruled un· 
constitutional, Congress has put this 
question of child labor squarely to the 
states, which means that the only method 
is the laborious and difficult one of 
amending the Constitution, giving Con-
gress unequivocal power to regulate, limit 
and prohibit the labor of children under 
18 years of age. It is now necessary for 
thirty-six states to ratify the amendment, 
when Congress will be given the power to 
regulate child labor. The amendment :ts 
worded protects the states whose legis· 
lative standards may be superior to those 
Congress sees fit to adopt and at the same 
time enables Congress to bring backward 
regions up to a level which public opin-
ion g·en erally will support as a national 
standard. 
Organized wom en , churches, labor un· 
ions and newspapers are behind this 
amendment, seventeen national women's 
organizations having definitely gone on 
r·ecord as favoring the amendment. 
Opposition in the past has been mainly 
from employers who profited from such 
labor and from citizens who were tern· 
peramentally opposed to strong central-
ized government and inclined toward a 
belief in states rights. These two forms 
of opposition have gradually diminished, 
but the proposed amendment has given 
rise to n ew and unexpected opposition in 
the farm ers. 
Opponents to this amendment ha·ve 
tried and in many instances suc·ceeded ;n 
prejudicing farmers against it as they 
say it will prohibit children from doing 
any farm work at all. This, of cours·e, is 
a misrepresentation . Work performed 
by child'ren on the farm, under parents' 
direction arid without interference with 
school atendance, providing the hours are 
not too long, is not child labor. Work 
performed by children, away from home, 
for wages, long hours, under conditions 
which endanger health, education and 
morals, is child labor and is susceptible 
to legal control on equal terms with in-
dustrial labor. The current agricultural' 
depression is also used as an argument 
against the amendment, but the depres-
sion is due to over rather than under-
production. 
In industry we find many startling sit· 
uations. In the state of New York alone 
250,000 children are gainfully employed 
under eighteen years of age; 22,000 do 
not benefit by the Workmen's Compensa-
tion Act, which is only useable if the 
child misses two weeks of work due to 
m.]ury. From July, 1920, to July, 1921, 
2,000 wer·e injured seriously enough to 
miss more than two weeks of work. Ten 
of these boys died . Fifteen accidents oc-
curred where children were r equired to 
clean moving machinery. The elevator 
law, which states that no person under 
eighteen years of age may operate one, 
is frequently violated. 
The greatest sinners are not the cities 
nor industrial centers, but the farmer, 
and the South is the principal offender. 
In the whole United States one in twelve 
children between ten and fifteen years 
of age is at. work while in the South 
one in every four is so engaged. The 
number of children employed in 1920 was 
less than those in 1910, according to the 
United States census, but the 1920 census 
was taken in January during the indus-
trial and agricultural depression and also 
during the time that the Act of 1919 was 
in effect. Miss Grace Abbot, head of the 
United States Children's Bur·eau, states 
that there has been a general increase in 
child labor of 57 per cent since the Su· 
preme Court's decision. 
In the beet fields of Michigan working 
conditions are unbelieveable, due to the 
so-called "family wage." A Poland family 
with nine or ten shildren will be entitled 
to the "nice" farm for the summer, car 
fare paid both ways, a home, firewood , 
and garden plot, also to be given. It is 
very encouraging until they reach the 
farm and find that the "home'" is a two-
room wooden shack which had been used 
as a cow stable until a few seasons be· 
fore. The childr·en from six years up go 
into the fields at four in the morning 
with a still youunger sister as house· 
keeper and nurse for the still younger 
baby. Education is a thing to be cram-
med in thr·ee short months, in classes 
with children much smaller and brighter. 
The practice of putting children in the 
movies is another problem. Film com-
panies are required to educate these child·· 
ren but the results are for fram satisfac-
tory. Infant prodigies are forced to do 
all manner of daring and dangerous 
stunts in order to startle the public. 
Surely we do not want to be entertain· 
ed at the expense of immature children. 
Manufacturers who oppose . the amend-
ment say that t he reasons for it are pure-
ly sentimental. This we realize is not 
true, for the s ituation as it is does not 
allow any education or physical and mor-
al training for a large number of our 
children, and will eventually make for 
physical degeneracy of the race. 
Another common objection is that this 
would interf·ere with business. Prices 
would be raised and then our manufact-
urers could not compete with other coun· 
tries where there is no regulation. This 
is not a logical argument either. In fact 
th·ere is no good reason, as we who are 
interested in the welfare of our chiildren 
can see, why the amendment as proposed 
should not be adopted. If it is not then 
we should "r·enounce our claim as a 
place among civilized nations." Secre-
tary of Labor, Davis sums it up when he 
says, "If we could arm. four million m en 
to make the world safe for Democracy, 
we can change our constitution to make 
our country safe for our childr·en." 
Three Ames Students at LeMars. 
Three Ames students, Jeanette Tye, 
Miss . Christensen and Dorothy Cass are 
teaching at LeMars this year. 
